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wheat-growing areas, and an inclosure there of between 8 and
9 per cent, would be serious, since the object in view was for
the most part to transform arable land into pasture. This would
involve most of the evils of which contemporaries complained—
the decay of villages, diminution of population when a shepherd
or two sufficed instead of a score of labourers, and the creation
of a class of unemployed, some of whom became 'sturdy
beggars'- Furthermore the nibbling at commons or waste
threatened the well-being of any village where the old system
of agriculture was still in use, for such unoccupied lands were
essential. Then, too, men of conservative views felt instinctively,
or saw dimly, that a new order was arising in the countryside
and that, instead of the old semi-communal life, in the future
it would be a case of each man for himself and the devil take
the hindmost. Fear of the unknown magnified the extent of the
reality. Also, contemporaries complained that the old hospi-
tality of the countryside was disappearing and giving place to
a grasping, commercial spirit.
These evils would be felt all the more severely in districts in
the midlands where the displaced labourers might not find near
at hand alternative means of employment. Although industries
were springing up around the fringes of this area—coal in
Leicestershire, coal and iron in Staffordshire, salt in Worcester-
shire, and ironware in Shropshire and in and around Birming-
ham—the absorption of labour was at first small. And even
when work was available, labour was immobile and shackled
by the poor laws. A contemporary laid his finger on the spot:
CI complaine not of inclosure in Kent or Essex, where they have,
other callings and trades to maintaine their country by, or of
places near the sea or City, but of inclosure in the inland
countreys which takes away tillage, the only trade generall they
have to live on'.1
Many customs, such as pasturing on the common, although
long enjoyed unchallenged, might on appeal to the courts turn
out not to be legal rights at all. The tenant, contented with
the privilege he was enjoying, had not worried about a grant
from the lord of the manor, and, consequently, was often wholly
unable to furnish any kind of legal proof. That many of the
inclosures were now being made by an award in chancery
1 John Moore, A Scripture Word against Inclosure, Introduction, quoted in Trans.
Royal Hist. Soc.9 n.s. xix. 139.

